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ABSTRACT

Burton Dreben, Quine's colleague and closest collaborator down the
decades, took it upon himself to make Quine’s thinking as strong as pos-
sible. Without broadcasting the fact, he was at pains to pinpoint Quine’s
philosophical achievement and combat misunderstandings of what Quine
was about. In this paper | discuss Dreben'’s contributions to the 1986 closed
Stanford conference, in particular the interventions in which he pushed back
against Donald Davidson’s reservations about central themes in Quine's
philosophy. My primary purpose is to underscore Dreben’s support for
Quine at the conference and indicate how he thought Quine's writings are
best understood.

Burton Dreben took there to be just two ways ahead for philosophers
in ‘the high tradition’ concerned with what there is and how it is
known. They can, he would say, either follow Ludwig Wittgenstein and
scrutinize plausible solutions with an eye to showing they are ‘nothing
but houses of cards’ (1953, sec. 118) or follow Willard Van Quine and
treat the problems, as far as possible, as scientific problems and devise
scientifically justifiable solutions to the reformulated problems (1981c,
22—23). He believed philosophers should think twice before seeking to
resolve the old conundrums and resist seeking better theories than their
forerunners. As he saw it, the effort expended on developing moderate
or alternative versions of standard positions and squeezing between
Quine’s and Wittgenstein’s approaches is “useless work’. Sceptical of
philosophical speculation and averse to philosophical nitpicking, he
derided philosophical investigation that purports to match or supersede
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authentic scientific investigation. (I rely to some extent on discussions
with Dreben during the last years of his life.)

When discussing Quine, Dreben primarily aimed to explain his
thinking and make his philosophical views as strong as possible. Both
publicly and in conversation with Quine, he defended Quine’s alterna-
tive to a priori philosophical inquiry in the face of what he regarded as
widespread misinterpretations of what he was about. It is, he insisted,
imperative that ‘negative Quine’, the scourge of traditional philosophy,
and ‘positive Quine’, the scientific epistemologist, be treated in tan-
dem, and his much-celebrated critique of notions and distinctions not
overshadow his much less celebrated theory of how ‘the meagre input’
of the senses results in ‘the torrent of discourse’ (1976, 228; 1969, 83).
He took Quine to be a philosophical pioneer without parallel in the
philosophy of our time (if in a similar business to natural philosophers of
centuries past). An important interlocutor of Quine’s as well as a former
student and later colleague, he bent considerable energy to playing
up the revolutionary nature of Quine’s philosophy regardless of any
misgivings he may have had about the prospects for a critical or scientific
alternative to traditional philosophy.

At the Stanford Conference in 1986 Dreben augments the treatment
of Quine’s philosophy outlined in the few papers he devoted to it
near the end of his life. True to form, he presses his co-conferenciers,
Donald Davidson and Dagfinn Fgllesdal first and foremost but also
Quine, to explain themselves whenever he thinks they fail to do Quine’s
thinking full justice. For the most part, however, he keeps his cards close
to his chest and states how he believes Quine should be understood
only when he judges he is being misunderstood. Versed in Davidson’s
and Follesdal’s thinking along with Quine’s, he does not hesitate to
challenge what he takes to be wrong appraisals of what is being said (or
to remind Quine of something he had written). But while holding back
before pouncing, he does not leave it to the others to decide how the
discussion should unfold and to a remarkable extent sets the agenda for
the discussion. One senses that he means to settle some long-standing
scores, may even have come to the conference to settle them. Above
all he would have it recognized that Davidson is less close to Quine on
philosophical fundamentals than usually supposed.
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On the first day of the conference Quine starts the ball rolling by
observing that his attack on the second dogma in “Two Dogmas of
Empiricism’, the claim that statements come with their own bodies of
meaning, is deeper than his attack on the first dogma, the claim that
analytic and synthetic statements are sharply distinguished (15, Quine
1980, 42, 20)." This prompts Dreben to enter the discussion and ask
Davidson whether he differs from what Quine says on the topic, in
response to which Davidson says: ‘No, not at all’ (17). What Dreben
wants clarified is where the four of them stand regarding Carnap’s
notion of analyticity, a favourite topic of discussion of his. In particular
he latches on to Quine’s observation that he differs from Carnap on the
sense in which statements like “Bachelors are unmarried” are obvious,
Carnap denying his insistence on the obviousness of ‘Bachelors are
unmarried’, indeed to be taking him to be using ““obvious” in some
funny technical sense for which he [Carnap] uses “analyticity”” (20;
compare Quine 1954, sections II and III). So, picking up on what Quine
says, Dreben says: “We all seem to agree” and ‘we all say that nothing
follows philosophically from that’ (22). (Dreben is doubtless thinking
of Quine’s counter-observation that the alleged necessity of putative
analytic statements is satisfactorily explained in behavioural terms.
Compare Quine 1960, 66-67; 1974, 80.) More surprisingly, however, he
adds: ‘“That’s one of the great exchanges in modern philosophy’.

Dreben repeatedly discussed the Quine-Carnap exchange in con-
versation and seminars (it was a set-piece) but he does not say why it
is ‘great” at the conference. Had he stopped to do so, it is a good bet
he would have explained that it reveals something important about
philosophical disagreement, namely that there is no deciding between
opposed philosophical theories of prime consequence. For him—he
gives every indication of thinking this—they are incommensurable in the
sense that some philosophers of science regard the difference between
scientific theories before and after a scientific revolution. Quine and
Carnap’s exchange on analyticity is, Dreben liked to say, reminiscent
of nothing as much as the famous comedy routine in which Bud Ab-
bott asks: “‘Who’s on first?” and Lou Costello responds, Who being
the baseball player on first: ‘Who’s on first!” (There is perhaps a hint

*Plain page references are to the transcript of the 1986 Stanford Conversation between
Quine, Davidson, Dreben, and Follesdal (Marschall 2026).
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that Dreben regards Quine and Carnap as talking at cross-purposes
in his observation (23) that it is not enough to note that ‘some of the
things that Carnap presumed’ turn out, when reconstructed, to have ‘no
philosophical or epistemological interest” as there remains the further
question of “‘what positive results do we find that have epistemological
interest’.)

Dreben considers it underappreciated that ‘Carnap and the Positivists
[aimed] to give an account of the whole notion of a priori and the notion
of necessity and the distinction between at least two kinds of necessity,
physical [or] causal necessity and logical necessity” (38). He grants that
the Vienna Circle’s attempt ‘to deflate tremendously the traditional
notion of necessity, the traditional notion of a priori’ is ‘an advance’ but
takes Quine’s subsequent ‘smash[ing] it down’ to be a ‘Pyrrhic victory’
since it paved the way ‘for the thick traditional notions [of necessity
and the a priori] to come back again’. It is, Dreben reckons, a baneful
fact that ‘many of the people who say “yes analyticity can’t be made
sense of and that whole attempt failed” in no way give up the notion of
necessity and of the two kinds of necessity’. ‘Sticking just to “analytic””’
and ignoring the question of why it is needed is ‘counterproductive
... because everyone will agree and then do much worse than even
Carnap ever dreamt of doing’. Itis, he adds, a ‘great mistake’ to assume
‘necessary’ can be ‘worked on” and ‘give[n] a perfectly clean, logical
structure’, this assumption, sad to say, encouraging the development of
‘various possible world semantics’ (46). ‘Necessary” has important uses
but none of philosophical-cum-scientific significance.

Resisting this line of thought and conclusion, Davidson responds:
‘I am asking for something more than [Quine] did’, ‘a real theory that
fits the truth conditions of all the sentences on the basis of the semantic
properties of the parts’ (49). What this shows, Dreben avers, is that
Davidson wants ‘to find a way to look at “necessary” the way we can look
at the universal quantifier’, i.e., are seeking an account of the logical form
of idioms of necessity comparable to his account of adverbs of action.
Nothing wrong, evidently, with this. As Dreben says (now addressing
Quine): “You have no objection to such an enterprise. You were ...
putting it in a way that didn’t spell that out, but I don’t see any conflict’.
What is controversial here is not whether there are unproblematic uses of
‘necessary’ but whether the idiom has a place in our contemporary theory
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of the world, one Dreben implies and Quine often claimed it fails to
have. (It would be different if the idiom were scientifically indispensable.
See Carnap’s last ditch effort at showing the idiom is needed in 1966,
181-83). As Dreben puts it, clarifying how ‘necessary’ is used does not
answer Quine. ‘The importance of ... “Two Dogmas” [and] even earlier
is to undercut any of the purportedly epistemologically interesting and
philosophically interesting uses of the notion of necessary’ (52, also 59).
While Davidson takes his treatment of necessity to be ‘deflationary’ (62),
it is hard not to think he aims to go beyond Quine’s treatment of it,
an undertaking that Dreben believes is neither possible nor necessary
(62-63).

Also in the first day of the conference Dreben contributes to the
discussion of the question of whether ontological relativity is present
at home as well as abroad, i.e. whether the relativity of what one takes
to exist applies to oneself no less than to others. (The discussion of
this question is interspersed with remarks about empirical equivalent
theories, remarks best considered separately.) The difference between
Dreben and Davidson on the relativity of ontology could hardly be
sharper, Dreben concurring with Quine that it cannot be ruled out that a
speaker’s use of ‘rabbit’, say, denotes rabbit parts, even Godel numbers,
rather than rabbits, Davidson resisting that ‘I am in no better position
when I stand back and look at myself than I am interpreting you’ (81-82).
This is predictable. Davidson had long argued in opposition to Quine
that what one means to refer to has a totally different status from what
one can be interpreted as referring to. And it is equally unsurprising
that Davidson rejects Dreben’s claim that Quine takes one’s own remarks
to be no less variably interpretable than anyone else’s is ‘really the most
interesting part of what Van is doing in “Ontological Relativity””’, indeed
thinks ‘indeterminacy of translation is really only interesting applied
to yourself’ (83). ‘I am’, Davidson retorts, ‘certainly challenging that.
Absolutely ... It’s the self-application part that I find unintelligible’.

Davidson is adamant that treating one’s own language as an alien
language is senseless (91). For him speakers —at home — denote rabbits by
‘rabbit’, no two ways about it. It is impossible to stand outside what one
is saying and interpret one’s own use of ‘rabbit” as ‘rabbit part’. “What
does it mean’, he asks, “to say you're going to treat your home language
as another language. You can [only] change your verbal behaviour and
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start using entirely differently words’ (94). ‘That’s all there is to it. It’s
not a big point’ (93—94). For Dreben, however, it is huge. ‘Oh no’, he
counters, ‘it could be a very big point’. As he had earlier explained: ‘All
this talk of ontological relativity and so on [concerns] the epistemology
of language’, i.e., the question of evidence, not what is what (83). Quine
accepts that we acquiesce in regarding ‘rabbit” as denoting rabbits but
does not think we have any ‘special access or special knowledge or
anything like that” (98). Each of us is in the same epistemological same
boat as everyone else. What Davidson misses is that Quine’s discussion
of ontological relativity undercuts ‘a great deal of [what] traditional and
contemporary metaphysics has tried to establish’. There is no evidence
for concluding rabbits are being referred to rather than rabbit parts, in
fact there is ‘nothing that I can say about an alien language at this level
that I can’t say about my own language’.

To see how Davidson differs from Quine (and from Dreben) it is useful
to compare ontological relativity with relativity in physics and, like
Quine, to notice the ‘symmetry” of the two cases, ontological relativity
at home and ontological relativity abroad, is ‘analogous to relativity
in the sense of the special theory of relativity’ (98). Unfortunately,
however, Quine adds that ‘simultaneity is relative to the frame of
reference but that’s only simultaneity at a distance, analogous to two
different languages’, a suggestion that Dreben, after initially balking,
takes up (99—101). (Not without reason Quine likewise pauses before
embracing Dreben’s discussion of the example.) Better to focus on
(Galilean) relativity and the empirical equivalence of inertial frames.
Quine’s thought is that there is no more a privileged framework for
considering the reference of terms than there is a privileged framework
for considering the motion of bodies. At root Quine and Dreben are
claiming that Davidson takes a wrong step similar to the wrong step
physicists of old took when they plumped for absolute space. What the
comparison with special theory of relativity illustrates is that language
and reference are being considered from a third person, outward-looking,
scientific standpoint, not from a first person, inward-looking standpoint.
There is nothing more fundamental for Quine beyond the observable
phenomena.

In this connection Dreben refers (after some toing-and-froing over
the scope of ontological relativity) to a related point in Quine’s 1981
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essay ‘Things and Their Place in Theories” (126—27). He grants that
Davidson can nod approvingly when Quine says in the essay: ‘There
is no fact of the matter of our interpreting any man’s ontology in one
way or ... another. Any man’s, that is, except ourselves” (1981c, 23).
But not when Quine adds: “We can switch our ontology too without
doing any violence to any evidence. .. Factuality, like gravitation and
electric charge, is internal to our theory of nature’. While Quine takes
‘the very notion of factuality’—and correspondingly reference—to be
‘immanent’, Davidson, Dreben senses, ‘pulls back [and] want[s] to say
it’s just unintelligible’ (127). Yes and no. Davidson responds: ‘That’s true
... It's not so much that [Quine] is maintaining a radical thesis which
I'm denying, but rather that he’s maintaining what looks like a radical
thesis that I say is unintelligible’. Patently, this is no small difference of
opinion. Davidson is forgetting, at least as Dreben understands him,
that Quine thinks some philosophical notions can be rescued from ‘the
abyss of the transcendental” and recast as scientific notions, ‘factuality’
for one, ‘reference’ for another (1981c, 22). As Dreben sums up the
situation, Quine ‘giv[es] sense’ to ‘certain things [that] make no sense
[to Davidson]’ (127).

In the second day of the conference, Dreben again intervenes strik-
ingly, this time in the discussion of whether theories compatible with all
possible data while seemingly untranslatable one into the other should
be regarded as both true or not. (Eatlier in the discussion Quine had
stated that the possibility of such theories ‘separates truth from empirical
evidence entirely’, a conclusion Davidson said he did not ‘believe .. . for
a second’ (65).) Down the years Quine had vacillated between accepting
the ecumenical option of regarding logically inequivalent yet empirically
equivalent theories as true and the sectarian option of regarding just
one of them as true (see 65-69 for Quine on his struggles and 71 for
Dreben on them). There is no mystery why Quine should have been
torn. His empiricism encourages the conclusion that there is nothing to
choose between empirically equivalent theories, both passing the sole
test of truth, while his naturalism encourages the conclusion that at most
one theory is true, there being only one way the world happens to be.
Now—taking it as given that ‘there are mutually inconsistent . . . at least
very different . .. empirically equivalent theories of the world'—Quine
asserts that ‘it makes no sense to say that they’re all true” (163-64). He
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is in no doubt that truth is, like factuality, ‘immanent’ but holds that just
one of the theories is properly—rightly or wrongly’—regarded as true,
‘the one that we’re working in’. The problem is not what to say when we
are ‘within a theory” but what to say when ‘we are not’. (Also there is
the question, unaddressed here, of why Davidson thinks theories of the
sort under discussion are ‘not in conflict’.)

Drawing on how Quine casts the issue in “Things and Their Place in
Theories’ (1981c, 22), Dreben agrees it is senseless to suppose the world
could deviate from a theory ‘conformable to every possible observation,
past and future’ and does not ‘see any trouble’ in Quine’s further
declaration that ‘more concrete demands are empty’ (168). It is a point
of the first order, he would have us appreciate, that Quine is advancing
a claim integral to his theory of theories, i.e., that he is concerned with
the methodology or epistemology of science (for Dreben these come
to the same thing). “What you say exists’, Dreben notes, ‘you don’t say
within epistemology. You say what exists within the theory’. Physics
says what exists, not epistemology, and for Quine throughout ‘tables
exist, chairs exist’. According to Dreben, what Davidson discerns as ‘a
strain [in Quine’s thinking] between two different lines’, between his
epistemological and his ontological reflections is ‘the most interesting
thing that’s underlying what [Quine has] been doing for a very long
time’ (169—70). Yes, Quine aims ‘to explore and try to straighten up [the
philosophical situation]’. But he also distinguishes ‘between talking
about science in general and talking about what is the case’ (141). In
Dreben’s eyes, Davidson is held back since he fails to see that both sorts
of talk occur within our ongoing science albeit from ‘different stance[s]".

Quine is concerned with the question that exercises philosophers of
whether ecumenicalism or sectarianism is preferable when it comes to the
possible truth of incompatible empirically equivalent theories and thinks
it ‘a pity to keep getting diverted into scholastic questions of exegesis” at
the expense of a consideration of ‘the sort of oscillation that comes when
a real science fiction question is raised in philosophy’, the one about
empirically equivalent global theories, for instance (177). He applauds
Dreben’s observing that we do not know what to say when ‘language
that [was] serving us ceases to serve us because we're getting that far
out’, the case of ‘empirically equivalent under all possible observations
being, if anything is, outside the norm. (Dreben says: “‘We’ve reached the
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point where [our ordinary terms] have exploded’. ‘That’s the problem
... You can simply decide to go either way’.) ‘I wouldn’t be surprised’,
Quine further observes, ‘to find [this is] very much like [my] vacillation
over this business of empirically equivalent theories of the world". (This
suggestion seems to have hit home since Quine subsequently accepts (if
only briefly) Dreben’s suggestion. Compare Quine 1992, 100-01: “The
fantasy of irresolubly rival systems of the world is a thought experiment
out beyond linguistic usage has been crystallized by use. No wonder
the cosmic question whether to call two such world systems true should
simmer down, bathetically, to a question of words’.)

The nub of the disagreement between Quine and Davidson over em-
pirically equivalent theories is that Quine holds that some such theories
are undoubtedly logically incompatible, Davidson that this is not even
possible. Whereas Quine retrieves a traditional epistemological prob-
lem from the abyss of the transcendental and endeavours to provide a
scientifically acceptable solution to the reformulated problem, Davidson
floats what for all the world looks like a standard philosophical account
of how we are able to communicate with one another (and makes no
attempt to reformulate the problem as a scientific problem). Unlike
Quine, for whom empirically equivalent theories may differ in their
ontological commitments as well as the denotations of their predicates,
i.e., differ in their ontology in addition to their ‘ideology’, Davidson
holds that they may differ in their ideology but not their ontology, i.e.,
differ at most in the denotations of their predicates. He surmises that
the incompatibility of any two empirically equivalent theories can be
removed by relabelling the theoretical terms of one or both of them (230;
see also 71 for Dreben on this idea). Quine accepts Davidson’s trick but
takes the problem to remain. While his trick works for incompatible
theories, we are still stuck, Quine observes, with the case of compatible
theories. (In later writings Quine stands pat and continues to promote
sectarianism. See, e.g., 1986, 157)

Straddling the second and third days of the conference Dreben dis-
cusses at some length how empirical evidence is correctly understood,
another source of disagreement between Quine and Davidson (compare
177-81 on what is being claimed when theories that are not mutually
translatable tally on all possible experience, better when they tally on
all possible observation sentences, better still when they tally on all
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‘observation categoricals’, conditionals linking observation sentences.)
Davidson does not deny ‘the notion of evidence’ is, as Dreben says, “ab-
solutely crucial” in science (272). He is just as convinced that experience
and observation are of primary importance and that the notion of an
observation sentence is, as Quine (and Dreben) would have it, more
useful — since more under control — than the notions of experience and
observation for understanding scientific inquiry. What he objects to is
Quine’s conception of an observation sentence (see 233 for Dreben on
Quine’s behavioral account of the notion and 144 n 140, for Quine’s
own account). Thus in response to Dreben’s saying: ‘So you don’t want
the notion of observation sentence. You think it’s irrelevant’, Davidson
later says: ‘I don’t want Quine’s notion of observation sentence. I've got
something which Quine says looks like it’s going to be pretty much the
same’, namely an account of the notion in terms of how [interpretation]
could be done’ (239—40).

Dreben conjectures that Davidson believes Quine’s *highly theoretical
notion’ of an observation sentence ‘fails as part of Quine’s theoretical
apparatus’, i.e., as ‘part of Quine’s general theory about evidence and
language’ (212). More specifically, he takes Davidson to hold that Quine’s
notion regarded “as a theoretical notion within his theory collapses, is
contradictory, doesn’t get to what pre-analytically he hopes to achieve’
(212). Davidson accepts this way of putting his view but adds: ‘I've got
an alternative way of thinking about how to do translation, the empirical
basis for translation. I am stuck with what Quine properly calls the
pre-analytic. And I think Quine’s further suggestion about how to
understand that won't really come out with the same results as intuition
suggests we ought to end up with’. So Dreben seems to be on the mark.
Davidson states, no ifs, ands or buts, that rather than attempting to
define the notion of an observation sentences, he is ‘perfectly prepared
to just start out with some sentences that we agree to use as test cases’.
For him, as he later says: ‘Communication doesn’t depend at all on this
matching of sensory patterns because ... whatever the facts may be . ..
people could communicate perfectly well even if these patterns didn’t
match at all ... All the interpreter needs to catch is on the one hand
what’s out there and on the other hand the responses’ (239).

The notion of an observation sentence is at the heart of Quine’s
account of science and language and he devotes much time and effort to
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contriving, as Dreben notes, ‘a precise technical notion which [functions
as] a theoretical notion in his proposed theory of evidence and language
learning’ (233). No question that Quine treats ‘observation sentence’ as
‘the technical correlate” of our pre-analytic notion of observation and
thinks it has to be ‘define[d] explicitly” in physicalistic terms”. (Compare
Quine 1960, 5, where Quine announces that he will ponder ‘our talk
of physical phenomena as a physical phenomenon, and our scientific
imaginings as activities within the world that we imagine’, a sentence
Dreben never failed to highlight). It is, Dreben reminds the others, to
this end that Quine defines ‘observation sentence’ in terms of ‘stimulus
meaning’, a notion that is “as physicalistic as any notion there could be’,
one that ‘deals with nerve endings’, which is already ‘a high level . ..
physical notion” (233). There is in short no escaping the fact that Quine
prays in aid the notion of an observation sentence, a ‘basic general notion’
in his scheme of things, with the object of ‘build[ing] up a theoretical
account, a theoretical reconstruction, of the relation of evidence to a
scientific theory and learning of language’ (235). While accepting ‘this
may or may not be the right way to cut the pie’, Dreben insists that Quine
‘is doing that’. He intends to provide ‘a genuine physical theory’, to be
‘doing serious science” and he is, like any halfway decent scientist, ‘open
to be[ing] wrong’'.

It is easy to conclude that Dreben rates Davidson’s thinking about
evidence inferior to Quine’s. Besides stating that ‘Quine is digging
deeper’ (236), he is unswayed by Davidson’s replacement of Quine’s
‘notion of stimulation with [his] notion of event as a primitive notion’
(237) and his announcement that ‘there is a huge difference between [the
two views since he is ‘not trying to capture any notion of evidence’ (239).
Rather than proceed further down this path, however, Dreben turns his
attention to how Quine and Davidson differ and commends Davidson
for noting that their approaches rest on different empirical assumptions.
He finds it instructive that Davidson brings to light the fact, buried in
the early pages of The Roots of Reference, that Quine’s ‘reconstruction
of the real notion of evidence ... rests on [the] empirical fact [that]
similarity of stimulus meaning [underlies his use of an] observation
sentence’ (234; also compare 205-07). The crux of the matter concerns
Quine’s ‘theoretical conjectural construction, [his] going from receptual
similarity to perceptual similarity” (220), the former being ‘a real physical
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notion’, the latter a behavioural notion (234). Whereas for Quine this
is a ‘big transition’ empirically well-founded (232), for Davidson it is a
dubious assumption surplus to requirements (see 220—21). Davidson
has, Dreben acknowledges, made ‘a real contribution [in spotting an]
empirical assumption [that Quine believes] stands to reason’ (234).
During the second and third days Dreben is additionally exercised
by how Quine and Davidson differ regarding scepticism. The niceties of
this discussion are not easily grasped since the matter is handled along
with the question of whether empirically equivalent theories should be
treated sectarianly or ecumenically. It is, though, clear that both Quine
and Davidson are bothered by the sceptic’s question of whether ‘our
sensations, our patterns of stimulation, [might] be just the way they
are but the world be very different from the way we think it is” (162).
They differ because they come at it very differently. While Davidson,
backed up by Fellesdal, thinks the possibility of empirically equivalent
theories provides the sceptic with toehold enough, Dreben takes the
four of them to have already worked their way around to the question
of whether there could be ‘two empirically equivalent theories which
fit all possible observations’, one ‘we really are holding’, the other with
‘sentences . .. opposite of the theory that we hold” (179). If scepticism
can be reformulated as a claim about the possibility of different theories
compatible with all experience, Dreben notes, the question arises: ‘Does
that make sense?’, to which Davidson says in response: ‘Or shouldn’t we
say, “nonsense”? There’s no fact of the matter’, and Quine (addressing
Davidson) chimes in: ‘I think that’s a good translation [of the question],
don’t you?” (Also compare 181, where Quine suggests the two problems
are the same, not merely analogous.) For Dreben, as he later owns
up to thinking, Davidson holds that ‘the sceptic was right’, to which
Davidson responds: ‘I can’t formulate the sceptical question’ (225). This
provokes Dreben to ask (seemingly incredulously): “You can’t formulate
my reinterpretation of [the question]?” and Davidson to state flatly: ‘No’.
Davidson’s ‘No’ is understandable given he is imagining that both
he and the sceptic share the same language and both take ‘table” to
denote tables and ‘interpret’ the word as referring to publicly observable
objects (226). He seems to imply he has deprived the sceptic of the
opening provided by Dreben’s reframing of the sceptical question ‘to
make sense within [the] Quinean picture’ (236). From Dreben’s point
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of view, however, this misses the point. He is not concerned with the
traditional sceptical question of whether we could “have all the same
sense data’ and ‘the world [be] different’, that possibility having been
dispatched in the opening pages of Word and Object. What concerns him
(and Quine) is the sceptical question as retrieved from ‘the abyss of the
transcendental’, a scientific question pure and simple (compare 1981c,
22). Although Quine and Davidson both view scepticism naturalistically,
Quine thinks that the reformulated doctrine skirts the sceptic’s ‘trap’,
Davidson that it lands Quine in it (256). In summary Dreben (addressing
Quine) says: ‘“The point is it’s a genuine theoretical question given your
way of going. It is not a genuine theoretical question given Donald’s
way of going. That brings out, like he says, his way shifts looking at
epistemology different from your way’.

Dreben is not a wholly neutral bystander who takes Quine and
Davidson to be urging viable alternatives. To be sure, he seems at
times to suggest that they have different perspectives and there is a
‘philosophically really significant” difference between them, not solely a
difference of their starting points, Davidson ‘starting with a primitive that
Quine has analysed further down’ (237, slightly revised; compare 220
where Quine complains that Davidson’s ‘events [are] far up’). Moreover
Dreben concedes that Quine “pay|[s] a price for [starting where he starts]’
and it is possible his notion of an observation sentence, while reasonably
believed to be primitive, ‘won’t function’ since ‘it rests on an empirical
assumption [regarding our route to language and scientific theory]’
(237). Certainly Dreben gives the impression of believing Quine and
Davidson are at loggerheads over what philosophers should be holding
out for. He sees them as differing not only on whether the truth of
empirically equivalent theories is a genuine theoretical question but also
on how epistemology should be conceived. ‘If [Quine’s question] isn’t an
epistemological question’, Dreben puts it to Davidson, ‘what is?” (257).
His key point appears to be that Davidson ducks rather than answers
an important question retrievable from the abyss of the transcendental.

Whilst facing down Davidson on philosophical scepticism, Dreben
quotes Quine’s treatment of the topic in “Things and Their Place in
Theories” and throughout the discussion presumes this is very much on
the mark (167-68). He reminds Quine that he is on record as saying that
he has to show—given his naturalism and his reservations regarding
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logical positivism—that scepticism makes empirical sense (and the
sceptic’s claim is subject to scientific evaluation). It is, he thinks, not
for nothing that Quine holds that ‘our scientific theory can ... go
wrong, and precisely in the familiar way, through failure of predicted
observation’ (1981¢, 22). For Quine this is, Dreben comments, ‘all within
epistemology’ and the possibility of scientific theory conflicting with
observation is to be understood as ‘a methodological remark” (168).
Moreover Dreben holds that Quine’s follow-up remark that the world
could not be said to deviate from ‘a theory that is conformable to every
possible observation past and future’ has to be understood similarly as
a ‘methodological . .. and epistemological remark’. He cannot, he says,
see ‘any trouble with that’. It is epistemologically senseless to speak
of the world deviating from a theory ‘if all the observations fit. What
exists is stipulated ‘within the theory’, not “within epistemology’, an
observation Davidson confesses he is unable to ‘reconcile . . . with what
Quine now says’.

Dreben returns to the fray in the third day soon after asserting that
Quine and Davidson have different conceptions of epistemology. Ap-
parently, none too happy with Davidson’s starting with ordinary objects
rather than stimulations, he probes what he takes to be Davidson’s alter-
native to Quine’s approach. Adopting a conciliatory tone and refraining
from taking up the matter directly, he suggests Davidson has more work
to do (and is best regarded as supplementing what Quine says). This is
especially evident in his remarks about Quine’s and Davidson’s differing
theoretical constructions (264-65). While concurring with Davidson
that “you've got to have some primitives’, he points out that they earlier
agreed that the notion of perceptual similarity is primitive for Quine, a
notion that he, Quine, does not define, just holds is ‘more behavioural
[than receptual similarity]” (265; also see 234-35). ‘Are you’, he bluntly
asks Davidson, ‘taking as a primitive [the] notion of cause?” (265). In
response to which Davidson answers: “Yes’, and Dreben responds in
turn: ‘That’s a very big primitive’. However, rather than suggest that
Davidson is mistaken, even that he is on shaky ground, Dreben adds:
‘I'm not saying this is right or wrong’, only that is ‘shifts the ground
of the enterprise very much’. Unlike Quine, who presses Davidson on
‘whether causality is a good scientific notion’, Dreben presses him on
how communication is achieved if cause is taken as primitive (268).

Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy vol. 16 no. 2



The Stanford Conference 673

Zeroing in on Davidson’s choice of the notion of cause as primitive,
Dreben accepts for the sake of the argument that ‘we use the notion of
cause in serious science’ (268). It is, he allows, ‘quite plausible [to start]
with ‘Moorean common sense [and imagine] you see . . . books in front of
me and I say, “there are books in front of me””. Plausible but unhelpful.
The main snag is that there is no taking ‘the causal relation ... as
primitive just like that’. What is required is ‘a physicalist account of [the]
relation between the books in front of me and the books in front of you
and my utterance and your utterance’. The difference between Davidson
and Quine, Dreben is suggesting, is as big as the difference between
Moore and Russell. Since Quine is of the view that ‘methodology is
epistemology’, he cannot but think Davidson—who lacks ‘a general
notion of cause’, an epistemological notion that applies across the board
to theories—comes up short (271). Here ‘we’re confronting’, Quine
interpolates, ‘the problem of distinguishing between what’s common
sense and what’s theoretical” (273). To hold, as he does, that ‘the meaning
so to speak hinges on the irritations of the surfaces [of our bodies]” is
very different from holding, as Davidson does, it hinges on ‘what’s out
there in the world’ (272). Regarding ‘everything away from the receptors’
as theoretical is totally unlike starting with ‘tables and chairs’ (273).

The disagreement over primitives is already discernible in Davidson’s
argument in ‘On the Very Idea of Conceptual Scheme’ and Quine’s re-
joinder in ‘On the Very Idea of a Third Dogma’. Earlier in the conference
Dreben had commented on their disagreement: ‘“There’s a real difference
there. It's notjust an aberration as [Quine] thinks . . . It's really been a cru-
cial thing all the time” (136). Now, picking up on Davidson’s suggestion
that he is echoing post-Kantian thinking since he eliminates ‘the idea of
[an] epistemological intermediary between the real world and ourselves’,
Dreben sees him as failing “to give physicalist sense to questions that the
tradition from a positivist and even a physicalist view points out were
meaningless’ (274). While admitting to not knowing whether Davidson
thinks ‘Quine’s cutting it this way remains meaningless or not’, he swears
this is ‘really what’s at stake’ (274). Davidson would not, he intimates,
have attacked the third dogma had he not believed ‘there is something
intrinsically misguided, nonsensical, incoherent in starting out with a
Quinean approach’. Davidson, however, thinks this gets him wrong. He
is, he retorts, building ‘a piece of empirical theory which could be true or
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false” up to the point that we ‘don’t in fact trust to this in understanding
other people’ (275). This project may or may not have a future but it is
definitely unQuinean at least inasmuch as it has a whiff of a priori first
philosophy.

What Quine aims to provide, and Dreben calls for, is an account of
what’s going on when we say there’s a book in front of us’ that ‘dig[s]
deeper theoretically’ than Davidson’s account (275—76). Unsurprisingly,
however, Davidson sees it otherwise. He has no ‘objection . .. to trying
to find out as much as [possible] about the physics that goes into how
external situations cause our dispositions to speech and so forth” but
steadfastly maintains that ‘there is nothing in getting [the] causal chain
right [that answers the sceptic], physics being singularly silent on the
epistemological question of what counts as evidence (276). Is this right?
Not as Dreben sees it. He does not think it so obvious and replies: ‘I'm not
sure . .. that I [or Quine] could ever be in a position to say that no amount
of physics can tell me what is evidence or not. I think it’s you [Davidson]
who really has the epistemological bias’. Otherwise put, Dreben takes
Davidson to be grappling with scepticism as traditionally understood
and it is by no means accidental that he balks at reformulating the
doctrine in terms of empirically equivalent theories (see 281). (Also
note that Dreben suggests, with a nod to Richard Feynman (1965), that
classical mechanics with action at a distance and a field theory with only
local action are empirically equivalent theories (302). Unfortunately this
is not explained very well.)

In the fourth and final day of the conference Dreben initially sits
quietly by while Quine and Davidson (and to a lesser extent Fgllesdal)
discuss decision theory, probability and other matters that Quine sees
as relevant to his on-going theoretical project (348-54). This was not
because Dreben lacked knowledge about the topics (and was disinclined
to participate in technical discussion) but rather because he was at
the time more interested in what he regarded as deeper philosophical
issues separating Quine and Davidson. He perks up and contributes
to the discussion only when the problem of scepticism comes back in
sight (354). Taking the sceptic’s question to reduce ‘from the Quinean
perspective . .. to the same old question [of what to say about] empir-
ically indistinguishable theories of the world’, he wonders how this
reformulated question should be handled. ‘What’, he asks Follesdal

1

Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy vol. 16 no. 2



The Stanford Conference 675

(who is backing up Davidson), ‘are you going to say about it? What
is different?’, to which Follesdal responds that ‘there is no difference
in what seem to be two worlds from the outside’. This, to say the least
is rather cryptic and Dreben, doubtless unimpressed, declares it is no
good to say empirically indistinguishable global theories are, ‘in some
sense yet to be defined, structurally isomorphic [i.e., are to all intents
and purposes the same theory]’ (355). “We have’, he counters equally
cryptically, “a lot of notions like that, and [we can] believe what we like’".

Somewhat more helpfully Dreben adds that Quine has ‘a totally
different theory of translation” from Davidson since he differs regard-
ing the worth of “positivistic reasonableness” when it comes to radical
translation (356). As I read this revealing, if not entirely perspicuous,
remark, Dreben is picking up on Quine’s observation in Word and Object
that ‘one is ready to say ... in all positivistic reasonableness that if two
speakers match in all dispositions to verbal behaviour there is no sense
in imagining semantic differences between them’ (1960, 79). Dreben is
insinuating that Davidson thinks it senseless to imagine a difference,
something Quine firmly denies. Quine is, Dreben would have us notice,
unpersuaded by ‘positivistic reasonableness’ insofar as it presumes ‘a
distinction of meaning unreflected in the totality of dispositions to verbal
behaviour is a distinction without a difference’ (1960, 26). If this is right,
Dreben is saying that whereas Quine holds that agreement in all disposi-
tions to verbal behaviour does not entail semantic agreement, Davidson
takes it to be senseless—’in all positivistic reasonableness’—to regard
speakers who agree on all such dispositions as differing semantically.
What we are meant to see is that Davidson disavows, if only implicitly,
Quine’s claim that ‘it is just here [in the interlinguistic case of translation
and meaning] that . .. semantic indeterminacy makes clear empirical
sense’ (1960, 79).

Try as they might, Dreben and Davidson do not manage to pin down
their disagreement over scepticism (and the existence of empirically
equivalent theories). Seemingly in opposition to how Dreben (and
Quine) think of a person translating a sceptic or solipsist, Davidson
says: ‘A, the translator, is forced to translate B in such a way that B
is wrong, by A’s standards radically mistaken, about the nature of
the world. And that can’t happen on my view’ (357). In other words,
Davidson believes Dreben (and Quine) fall into the skeptic’s trap given
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their handling of the problem since ‘there’s no way that A or B can
have any competence [confidence?] that he’s getting things right about
the world’. This follows, Davidson speculates, because—in contrast
to his own view—'the world isn't playing [for Quine and Dreben] a
crucial role in determining meaning’. In Dreben’s view to the contrary,
however, this ignores that Quine aims to say ‘what talking about the
world can come to” and there is no ‘getting [things] right about the
world’ from a standpoint outside some theory or other. Nor does it help,
Dreben adds, to observe, as Quine then does, that Davidson is ‘saved
from ... scepticism by appealing first and last to the real world and the
causal situation out there” whereas he, Quine, is ‘saved from it by not
tangling with that at all but thinking first and last of the experiential
or stimulatory basis of meaning of the language’. As a matter of plain
fact, Dreben seems to be noting, neither response as it stands blocks the
sceptic’s challenge.

Dreben has one last comment of substance in the conference. Earlier
he had alluded to the problem of the existence of the external world
that Russell had formulated many years before (187-88), and he now
suggests that Quine is tackling the same problem (361). What is lost
in the discussion, he maintains, is that Quine ‘stays with the Russell
problem’ of constructing the physical world from the sensory given (with
stimuli replacing sense data) while Davidson ‘goes above it" and favours
external objects or events. But rather than pronounce either of them
right, Dreben notes that the crucial question, given that each is friendly
to science, is ‘where [they] are naturalizing’ (362). As he reviews the
situation Quine is ‘naturaliz[ing] the Russell position” (361), Davidson
‘naturalizing Frege’ (362). Whereas Quine ‘stud[ies] the learning of
language, the beginnings, to get an insight into how science got going’
and develops ‘his theory of meaning within an ongoing science or at
least accepting common sense science’ (362), Davidson ‘starts after that’
(361). Put this way, Quine chips in, it is worth pondering ‘the advantages
[of the two] arguments’ (362—63). He grants that ‘middle sized objects
... are already somewhat sophisticated’ but wonders whether they are
‘too sophisticated’. Which, says Dreben, is Davidson’s ‘basic point’.

Reviewing Dreben’s involvement in the 1986 conference makes clear
that he does not, contrary to a widely spun rumour, dismiss philosophy
out of hand. True, he liked to say there are ‘no arguments in serious
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philosophy’, only ‘local arguments’, and regularly rejigged Gershom
Scholem’s quip about nonsense being nonsense, the study of nonsense
scholarship, to apply in full force to philosophy. But he was as passionate
as anyone about the subject and, as his presence at Stanford shows, he
entered into philosophical debate in no desultory way. He was not
opposed to detailed philosophical discussion but primarily exercised
by the question of what exactly philosophers are up to and what they
purport to establish. Indeed there is a case to be made that he is as
least as much the philosopher as Quine or Davidson. Mostly, as here,
he focuses on problems that figure in philosophers’ thinking insofar as
they strike him as ‘deep’. (Elsewhere he devotes considerable attention
to the thinking of Frege, Russell, Wittgenstein and Carnap along with
that of a few other philosophers, J. L. Austin and John Rawls for two).
While Quine and Davidson are mostly interested in firming up their
own philosophical views, Dreben takes it upon himself to figure out
what they are about. He looks to pinpoint what they have and have not
achieved and hence what they can be regarded as having contributed to
the subject.

While not instantly discernible from his remarks at the conference,
Dreben’s interjections are largely informed by what he referred to as
Quine’s all-important ‘move’. Time and again he swore that Quine
should not be regarded as deserving study exclusively because of the
philosophical puzzles he dreamt up and the allegedly controversial
claims about the indeterminacy of translation and the relativity of
ontology he defended. He felt it all-too-rarely appreciated that Quine
reoriented philosophy by pioneering an approach to the subject more
akin to the natural philosophy of Galileo and Newton than to philosophy
as now normally construed (see From Stimulus to Science, chapter 1,
for Quine’s view of how philosophy has developed). What has to be
seen, Dreben wanted to accentuate, is that Quine is not a naturalistic
philosopher who takes philosophy as traditionally pursued to require
supplementation by scientific findings, let alone one who advocates
some form of ‘reductive naturalism’ or “‘pragmatism’. He took him to be
a far more radical thinker, one who thought philosophy should be folded
lock, stock and barrel, as far as reasonably possible, into science. This
is something to which Quine was committed but only rarely stressed
and then, arguably, not when it would have been most useful. Even
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Dreben privately admitted that on reading an early draft of The Roots of
Reference he felt Quine had gone too far and only later realized he had
been engaged, whether wittingly or not, in a purely scientific project all
along. To understand what Quine is about, he forcefully maintained,
he has to be read as donning the mantle of science and pioneering an
all-encompassing revolution in philosophy.

Dreben was personally close to Quine (it is not for nothing that
Pursuit of Truth, Quine’s penultimate book, is dedicated to ‘Burt Dreben,
firm friend and constructive critic down the decades’). But he was
philosophically and temperamentally much nearer to Wittgenstein, the
other half of what he would late call ‘the odd couple’. He agreed with
both philosophers that there is no distinctive philosophical knowledge
but unlike Quine, and like Wittgenstein, he remained primarily con-
cerned with what philosophers think and say and the knots they tie
themselves into. For him, as for Wittgenstein, another philosopher who
is popularly misrepresented as having no time for sustained philosoph-
ical inquiry, philosophical problems deserve serious critical scrutiny
(compare Wittgenstein 1979, 109: ‘One must not in philosophy attempt to
short-circuit the problems’). Though doggedly sceptical about philoso-
phers’ claims past and present, Dreben believed their wrongheadedness
has to be shown case by case and was never tempted to urge the inco-
herent (philosophical) thesis that there is no philosophical knowledge
or truth. His attitude to the discipline is perhaps best captured in the
last two sentences of Wittgenstein’s ‘Lecture on Ethics’: “‘What [old-style
philosophy] says does not add to our knowledge in any sense. Butitis a
document of a tendency in the human mind which I personally cannot
help respecting deeply and . .. would not for my life ridicule” (1993, 44).
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Editors’ Note

Andrew Lugg sadly passed away on October 7th, 2025, before this
special issue appeared. In accordance with his explicit request to edit his
contribution as necessary, the editors have only updated the references
to the transcript.
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